









“Must I spell this out?” Francesca asked.

“The child in the vision had green eyes. You

have two green-eyed children.”




“No.” Kat shook her head. “It can’t be. It’s impossible.”

“Frannie,” Stephen said. “You were under a lot of pressure when you experienced your…vision. We’d just been through a major ordeal. You were stressed out. I’m sure that what you saw was clear, but—”

“It was more than clear, Stephen. It was truth. You and Kat were destined to conceive a child of light. Asteroth knew it as well as I did. He was determined to stop you then, so it makes sense that he’d return to finish what he’d begun.”

“But we have daughters!” Kat protested.

Francesca’s eyebrows rose. “Your point?”

“I guess…I guess I always thought the child of light would be a boy. I assumed we were safe because we had no sons.”

“Why Katerina, my sexist little lawyer, what an assumption.”
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For my parents,

Roz and Stan Morrow.

You will never be so far from me that I can’t carry

you in my heart.
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Prologue

Baltimore




MEDITATION NO LONGER CAME EASILY. AT FIRST, FRANCESCA was distracted by her sunburned skin and aching eyes. But two weeks after the ordeal with Asteroth, her skin no longer itched, and her eyes no longer required sunglasses. Why, then, was she still unable to immerse herself in spirit as completely as before?

Her soul felt pried open. She was aware of a darkness hovering at the edge of the light, as if a door had been left ajar. Even her physical surroundings seemed overly vivid and coarsely drawn.

Today she was determined. She sat cross-legged on her living room floor, eyes closed, breathing measured.

Finally, behind her closed eyelids, she caught the beautiful image of light she’d so missed. She nearly laughed with relief.

But something was different. She was not alone.

In the center of the pulsing sunburst sat a baby. It cooed, its green eyes smiling out at her. She instantly recognized the child.

But why?

“Yes, child,” she said cautiously. “I remember who you are.”

A cold wind swept through the living room, rustling the leaves of the ferns on the windowsill. Francesca’s eyes flew open at the sound of a deep, mocking voice.

“And so,” it said, “do I!”








Fifteen Years Later…
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BALTIMORE—SEPTEMBER


ANGEL CAFé HAD GROWN DURING THE PAST FIFTEEN YEARS, grown to the point where even its proprietor, Stephen Carmichael, had to concentrate long and hard to recall the offbeat little eatery it had once been. The restaurant had originally inhabited one small row home in Baltimore’s Federal Hill. Ten years ago, however, Stephen had bought the film-processing store next door, acquired a liquor license, and guided his eclectic coffeehouse into the world of fine dining.

Elegance had come along with expansion. Angel memorabilia still highlighted the five small dining rooms, but now it nestled amid far more opulent trappings. Rich, velvet draperies framed leaded glass windowpanes. Antiques gleamed, inviting diners to forget the hubbub of the twenty-first century for an hour or two. As always, the delicate china place settings did not match each other. Now, however, they rested on thick ecru table linens, bathed in the soft glow of ivory tapers.

“Exquisite,” the critics raved. “Charming,” the customers gushed. “Exhausting,” Stephen would have added, had anybody asked. The restaurant was open from eleven in the morning until ten at night six days a week, but the hours he spent there had never been tamed into anything resembling a schedule.

Today was no exception. It was only mid-morning, but he’d already put in five hours. Now he stood behind the polished wood counter in the lobby, checking the day’s reservations. Down the hallway behind his right shoulder, he heard the clink of silver as one of his employees ran a last-minute inspection of the restaurant’s main room. A giggle floated from the tiny dining area adjacent to the lobby. Stephen pulled a wry grin. Good. Let the staff laugh. They were in for one hell of a day. Not only was the restaurant booked solid, but Cybertec, Inc. had nabbed the upstairs room for an afternoon business meeting.

His grin melted into a grimace. He’d have to put in a personal appearance for that one, do a little schmoozing.

Stephen had once loved working a crowd. He had an easy, natural smile, clear green eyes, and a gift for glib repartee. But he was fifty years old now, with a wife and two school-aged daughters. The schmoozing part of his profession seemed a whole lot more intrusive than it once had. It was such trivial nonsense. He had to admit that most aspects of the business world were.

“I’m getting old,” he said out loud, carefully returning the reservation book to its proper place. Age was the only way to explain why the thrill of success no longer intoxicated him. He leaned against the counter, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up to the top of his head so that he could massage the bridge of his nose. Glasses. Something else he couldn’t get used to. Oh, well. At least he still had a full head of hair. The black was peppered with gray, but he could always palm that off as distinguished.

An insistent knock on the front window broke his reverie. Stephen glanced up, forehead furrowed. People without reservations often showed up early, angling for a good position in the line that formed around mealtimes. He usually forced a pleasant smile to his face and pointed at his watch. Today his smile was genuine. The woman on the steps was in her early forties, with thick, dark hair pulled back into a chignon. She wore a deep red business suit, cut to show off the kind of curves that could still send him into the realm of fantasy.

Her name was Katerina Piretti, and she was his wife.

Stephen hurried across the room, threw the bolt, and swung open the door.

“Hey!” he said. He bent to kiss his wife, but Kat swept past, depositing her briefcase on the floor with a loud thud before turning to face him.

“Where were you?” she demanded, one hand planted firmly on her hip.

Stephen appraised the smoldering expression on her face. “Watch the front, Laura, okay?” he called into the main dining room. He lifted Kat’s briefcase and started back to his office.

“Give me that.” She followed him, drawn to her briefcase like a magnet to metal.

“Jeez, what’s in this thing? Bricks? No way are we staying out there, Kat. I don’t believe in making my employees take sides in family disputes.”

She remained quiet as the office door closed behind them. Stephen set the briefcase by the wall and sank into an armchair.

“What’s the problem?” he asked.

“Where were you this morning?”

“Here, of course.”

“Since when?”

He hated telling her “since when.” Lately she’d been harping on his hours, angry that he got so little sleep and spent so little time at home.

He gave a weary sigh. “Since five-thirty.”

Kat flushed, momentarily speechless. Apparently the hour was even earlier than she’d anticipated.

“Inventory,” he added lamely. “I told you about it when I clicked off the alarm this morning.”

“Was I awake?”

Of course not. At that hour, even the dog hadn’t been awake. Kat had been sleeping peacefully, a soft breeze from the window stirring a few strands of her long hair. Stephen had longed to slam the alarm clock against the wall and curl back beside her. They’d made love the night before, and he knew that she was still naked beneath the wreck of bedclothes they’d left behind. How tempting to crawl back into bed, wrap himself around her small, familiar body, and start this new day in the same fashion they’d ended the old one.

But businesses didn’t make it without effort and sacrifice. Now, as he sat among his fine antiques, the sounds of his bustling restaurant outside the office door, he was annoyed that his wife couldn’t understand this.

“Forgive me,” he said, eyebrows lowered. “I was under the impression that you appreciated my financial contribution to our lifestyle.”

Her wide brown eyes nearly bored a hole through his forehead. Her lips pursed. He’d made a tactical error. Kat was a partner with the law firm of Harper, Madigan and Horn. Money was hardly the issue. They both knew that he could afford to ease his schedule. The truth was that he just couldn’t make himself do it.

He surrendered. “Okay. So I came in early. What’s the big deal? Where on earth did you expect me to be this morning?”

Her mouth twitched. “In the carpool line at school.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

Jesus Christ. He remembered now. Today was the first day of school. He and Kat had hashed out a schedule only the other night. She’d had a circuit court hearing scheduled for early this morning, so he’d agreed to drive Julia and Claire to the private prep school they attended.

“Shit.” He clapped a hand to his forehead. “Shit.”

“Add one for me while you’re at it.”

“Come here.” Through his remorse, Stephen reached out a long arm, hooked it around his wife’s waist, and drew her onto his lap. Her expression softened. “I’m sorry, Kat. What happened?”

She shrugged. “What could happen, Stephen? I dropped my file off at the office at seven o’clock this morning. Right now some junior associate is probably melting into a puddle on the city circuit court floor. Thank God it’s only a routine motions hearing. I took the girls to school.”

“Did you explain to them that I wanted to be there, but that the restaurant—”

“I told them you forgot.”

“Kat!”

She stared him down. “You’re a grown-up, Stephen. It’s time to take responsibility for the choices you make in your life.”

She was right, of course. Furthermore, she lived what she preached. Kat worked hard, but Julia and Claire always came first. Kat covered all the bases. She ran the kids to doctors’ appointments, kept contact with their teachers, and knew at any given moment their clothing sizes and preferences. Stephen didn’t know how she did it. He was afraid to know, because then he’d be obliged to jump in and work some of that same magic.

Kat leaned her head against his chest. She looked tired. Despite her makeup, Stephen could see the delicate purple circles beneath her eyes. She was losing weight again. He moved his hand up from her waist. No doubt about it, he could count her ribs if he wanted to.

He’d have to hire another manager and start spending more time at home. It wasn’t fair that Kat had a demanding job and total responsibility around the house.

Maybe he could fit interviews in next week.

Kat lifted her head and met his gaze. “You’ll need to pick the girls up at four o’clock,” she said.

“Four? That may not work out. I’ve got a corporate meeting here, and it may go on—”

“You also have an eight-year-old and a thirteen-year-old.”

“But—”

“Not to mention a wife who has a deposition scheduled at two. A wife who just bailed you out, I might add. Do it, Stephen.”

She pulled herself up from his lap. He opened his mouth to protest, but words failed him. She was right, and that was all there was to it.

“I’ll be there,” he said.

“Promise?”

“Yes.”

She started toward her briefcase, then stopped. “I forgot. Aunt Frannie’s back.”

Stephen brightened. Francesca Piretti had practically raised Kat. Beyond that, she’d rapidly become one of his most trusted friends. He wished she didn’t travel so much. There were times he felt he could use her advice, or at least her ear. But it was almost as if Francesca’s home could no longer contain her. She’d traveled voraciously these past fifteen years, all through Europe, the Middle East, and much of Asia. This time she’d gone to England. Had she really been away since March?

Stephen sighed. Francesca had left the convent thirty-five years ago. Sometimes he wondered if she meant to leave them as well.

“When do we see her?” he asked.

“She wanted to come by as soon as possible, so I invited her to dinner tonight. It’s strange, Stephen. She sounded…well, urgent.”

“I’ll tell the girls she’s coming. They’ll be thrilled.”

“She wants to see them, too, but she was very definite. She needs to speak to you and me alone.”

“Alone?”

“Yes, you remember that. It means ‘without kids.’ ”

A low murmur drifted down the hallway from the lobby. Angel Café was open and ready for business. Stephen instinctively rose from his chair.

“Wait,” Kat said. “Say good-bye to me before you slip back into entrepreneur mode.”

He laughed. “What?”

“I hate it when you close up on me. It’s as if my voice can’t penetrate. The only sounds that get through are work-related: silverware, china, cash registers…”

“Okay, okay.” He gathered her into his arms and bent to kiss her lips. Her arms tightened around his neck.

She meant more to him than Angel Café ever could. He knew that. He knew it without a doubt as he held her close and felt the beating of her heart against his chest. He knew it as he opened the office door and escorted her down the hallway to the lobby.

“Mr. Carmichael!” His hostess appeared beside him, unusually flustered. “I think a reservation fell through the cracks.”

He was already poring over the reservation book when Kat slipped out the front door.
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THE DINING ROOM CANDLES ILLUMINATED FRANCESCA Piretti’s smooth face and made her white shoulder-length hair glow in the dreamy half-light of the room. She was sixty-five years old, but to Julia Carmichael she appeared as timeless as a finely sculpted statue.

“You won’t believe how much homework we get in third grade.” Claire pushed aside her half-full dinner plate and dropped her head to the table. “Three pages of spelling, Aunt Frannie. Handwriting and math, too.”

From across the table, Julia watched as Francesca kissed her sister’s rosy cheek. Claire looked like a cherub run amuck. She was tiny, like their mother, with tousled dark curls that never stayed in place and an endless supply of energy. Sometimes Julia wished that she, too, were the small, cuddly type. She knew better. At thirteen, she was five foot five, with long, slender legs, a straight nose, and a full lower lip that made her appear to be pouting even when she wasn’t. The only physical trait she shared with Claire was her eyes. Both Carmichael girls studied the world through wide eyes the color of clear green glass.

“Genetic trickery,” Francesca often said with a crooked smile. She seemed to find something intriguing about the fact that Stephen’s genes had beaten out Kat’s.

Well, there would be nothing intriguing about any part of this evening, that was for sure. Julia listened to the clatter of dishes in the kitchen and knew that her father would soon be out with dessert. After that, ancient history awaited her, followed by an English essay and several pages of algebra.

She let out an inadvertent groan.

Francesca smiled. “Tired, Julia?”

“Yes.”

“Julia is perennially tired,” Kat said from her seat at the end of the antique table. She’d rushed home from her office only fifteen minutes before Francesca’s arrival, shedding her business suit through the upstairs hallway and reappearing downstairs in a sweatshirt, jeans, and tennis shoes.

“The transformation.” Stephen had grinned as she’d dashed into the kitchen to help him with dinner.

“Shut up,” his wife had growled, still yanking at hairpins.

Now Francesca’s piercing gaze cut through the soft candlelight to land on Kat. “Julia is not the only one who’s perennially tired,” she said. “You look like a wraith, Katerina.”

“I’m quite all right, Aunt Frannie.” Kat coolly flipped a lock of long hair back over her shoulder. “Life just gets a bit hectic now and then.”

“You can’t afford to let it get that way.”

“You’re so right. I’ll quit work, Stephen can close the restaurant, and we’ll pull the kids out of school. We don’t really need a house or food or anything.”

Francesca hesitated, then shook her head. “I should have come back months ago,” she said.

Stephen entered from the kitchen, interrupting as if on cue. “Coffee, Frannie? It’s good and strong, and I brought some biscotti from the restaurant to go with it.”

A corner of Francesca’s mouth turned up. “Very well, Stephen. Change the subject if you must. We’ll get back to it later.”

Julia hid a smile with her hand. Okay, so maybe it was dumb, but she loved her family intensely. Sure, there were days when she wondered what punishment she’d pull if she stuffed a sock into Claire’s constantly chattering mouth. And she wasn’t entirely comfortable with the fact that her mother occasionally passed for her sister. And her father, though capable of elegant sophistication, cracked the lamest jokes she’d ever heard…in public. But she was lucky, and she knew it. At least her parents cared, and her family was tight.

This made it even harder to understand the sense of dissatisfaction that had recently settled over her.

Get over it, she told herself crossly, glaring at the biscotti in the middle of the table.

But the little finger of discontent poked her again. The beautiful dining room, furnished with a combination of her father’s expensive taste and her mother’s practical eye, suddenly struck her as unbearably bourgeois. Only mediocre lives could emerge from the refined chaos of this house. She could look forward to a prep school graduation and admission to a respected college, followed by years and years of drudgery in a dull career.

Just like her parents.

She eyed them. Her father stood behind her mother, his hands resting on her shoulders. He was talking to Francesca, something about Italian roast coffee beans. Her mother sat curled in her chair, looking as if she might fall asleep at any moment. Well, no wonder, with such scintillating conversation. Julia rolled her eyes. An existence of domestic boredom was obviously acceptable to Stephen Carmichael and Kat Piretti. She couldn’t believe that, between the two of them, they couldn’t pull up one adventurous bone in their bodies. But if day-in, day-out predictability was enough for them, so be it. She, for one, expected far more out of life.

The pressure of a steel gaze forced her to meet Francesca’s eyes. Her great-aunt was studying her. Julia squirmed, feeling as if her thoughts had become visible to everyone in the room.

“Aunt Frannie.” Claire tugged at Francesca’s sleeve.

“Wait, dear.” Francesca covered Claire’s hand with her own. “Julia, did you want to say something?”

Yes! Julia thought. “No,” she said, shrugging as she reached for the biscotti.

A weird shiver raced through her body, making even her teeth and tongue itch. Before her eyes, as if someone had laid one picture atop another, the cluttered dining room table suddenly merged with a different, unfamiliar table. There, next to Claire’s milk glass, stood an unexpected metal goblet filled with deep red wine. A wooden bowl of salt sat in the middle of the table, one edge of it blending into the family’s crystal saltshaker. Hastily averting her eyes, Julia saw a huge, hazy peacock, feathers translucent in the candlelight. It rested on a platter, but looked as if it might instantly rise to its feet, thoroughly alive.

She yanked back her hand.

“Julia?” Francesca peered at her.

“Whoa!” Julia blinked, and the table returned to normal. “Illusion food!”

“What?” Her sister giggled.

“Did you say ’illusion food’?” Francesca asked.

Claire wrinkled her nose. “What’s that?”

“It’s your mother’s cooking,” Stephen said. “It looks edible, but it isn’t.”

Julia ignored the shove her mother gave her father. Her eyes remained locked with Francesca’s.

“Julia,” Francesca said, “do you know what illusion food is?”

Julia searched her memory. For a brief instant, she’d not only known what it was, she’d actually longed for it. All knowledge, however, had disappeared with the image of the table. She weakly shrugged and shook her head.

Francesca’s gaze remained steady. “Illusion food was very popular in the Middle Ages. It was food crafted to look like something other than it was. Golden apples made of veal, pitchers of pastry—”

Julia licked her lips. “Dead peacocks dressed to look alive?”

“Yes.”

Kat jerked to her feet, palms flat on the table. “Julia, you’re studying this in school, right?”

“No.” Julia looked up, startled. A spot of red had appeared in each of her mother’s cheeks. Her eyes glittered as if she had a fever. “It’s no big deal, Mom.”

But apparently it was a big deal, because even her father had taken a step forward. “Have you read about it, then?”

Oh, this was just great. Now they thought she was unbalanced or something. Next they’d be squeezing in visits to a psychologist. They’d do whatever it took to make sure she stayed within the boundaries of their ordinary lives.

She jumped up, slamming the back of her chair into the buffet. “Yes, that’s it. I read about it. Excuse me. I have homework to do.”

Claire reluctantly rose. “Me, too. Can I do my homework in your room with you? Please?”

“If you promise not to talk.”

Julia avoided Francesca’s eyes and hurried from the room, Claire trailing behind like a tail on a kite.

“Illusion food,” Claire was saying. “I’d make stuff that looked like vegetables but was really chocolate.”

Julia nodded absently. She could tell already that her sister planned to chatter away. That was okay. It would give her time to think about all the unusual images that had crossed her thoughts with increased frequency these past weeks. She’d figure them out. She just needed a little time.

And privacy. There was no way her parents would ever understand this stuff.

Julia guided Claire into the bedroom, then firmly closed the door behind them.

 

“You still haven’t told them anything about it, have you,” Francesca said flatly as the bedroom door closed overhead.

“About what?” Kat studied the tablecloth.

“Spare me, Katerina.”

“It never comes up.”

“What do you mean, ’It never comes up?’ Don’t your children ask how you two met?”

Kat squarely met her gaze. “Of course they do. And we tell them the truth, that we met at Angel Café.”

Francesca’s arm dropped to the table with a thud. “That’s a mighty edited version of the truth.”

Stephen’s eyebrows lowered. “Damn it, Frannie!”

“Shhh!” Kat pointed toward the ceiling.

He sank into a chair beside his wife. “What the hell are we supposed to tell them? That we were introduced by Demon Dating Service?”

“God brought you together.”

“Absolutely. But the rest of the story is—”

“The rest of the story is the truth, Stephen. You can’t deny it simply because it’s unpleasant.”

“Unpleasant?” His mouth twitched. “Try terrifying.”

Kat put a limp hand to her forehead. Her right temple was beginning to throb. She was getting entirely too many migraines these days. This confrontation was not going to help in that department.

“Okay, Aunt Frannie. So we’re weenies. We don’t know how to tell our daughters that, once upon a time, their parents battled evil spirits. Maybe it won’t be so hard to discuss when they’re older. In the meantime, it’s over. What’s the point in dragging it all up again?”

Francesca leaned forward, eyes flashing. “It is not over, Katerina. That’s the point.”

Kat’s stomach did a double flip. She must have looked as ill as she felt, because Stephen was instantly beside her, his arm wrapped tightly around her shoulders.

“Frannie.” A pleading note crept into his voice. “Don’t do this to us. What we went through fifteen years ago was enough weirdness to last a lifetime.”

“What you went through was a reality that few ever see. How the two of you can close the door and walk away is unfathomable.”

“We had to!” Kat said fiercely. “Life goes on. We got married. We had children. Not everyone can afford to check out of physical reality. Not all of us can just take off for Europe when the edges get rough at home. Some of us have to stay behind in the trenches and muddle through daily life as best we can!”

Francesca flinched. Bull’s-eye.

Stephen stood with a sigh. Without a word, he tugged open the buffet cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Frangelico. It was one of Francesca’s favorite cordials, but the grim lines around her mouth did not disappear as the nut-brown liquid splashed into a glass. She accepted the drink stoically, then waited while Stephen poured for Kat and himself.

“Okay, Frannie,” he said wearily, passing his wife a glass. “What is it you’re dying to tell us?”

“Don’t patronize me, Stephen Carmichael. I knew you at your most obnoxious, and I loved you anyway.”

Kat’s nervous laughter broke the tension in the room. Stephen, too, managed a small grin as Francesca raised the liqueur to her lips. She took a small sip of Frangelico, closing her eyes to savor its sweet warmth.

“This conversation is long overdue,” she said, setting down the glass. “You know it is.”

Kat cleared her throat. “Aunt Frannie, listen to me. You raised me, and you did a good job of it. You taught me the same values that Stephen and I have passed on to Julia and Claire. They know right from wrong. We’re raising them with love, teaching them to respect others. What’s wrong with that?”

Her aunt’s face softened. “I raised you with what I knew. We’ve learned so much more since then. Oh, Katerina, I don’t deny the terror of it, but can’t you see that until you teach your children that spiritual evil exists, you leave them defenseless?”

“Please.” Kat’s voice cracked. “Can’t they stay innocent just a little longer?”

Francesca leaned across the table and lowered her voice. “Asteroth is back.”

The name fell like acid rain. Kat heard Stephen’s sharp intake of breath and felt a fine layer of sweat bead her forehead. For years that name had haunted her thoughts and disturbed her sleep. It had taken nearly superhuman effort to safely sequester it from the normal flow of her life. Now it intruded again, catapulting her back to that horrible day fifteen years ago when she had battled Asteroth, ancient demon of darkness.

She’d known even then, as the battlefield had erupted in flames around them, that Asteroth would somehow emerge unscathed. He was not physical. Flames could never stop him. That battle, played out in an ordinary house on a sunny summer day, had been merely representative of an unseen, smoldering undercurrent that Kat knew in her heart still thrived. If she hadn’t wanted to explore it then, she certainly harbored no desire to revisit it now.

Asteroth. She’d actually stood before him. She’d felt his foul breath blow across her face. She’d nearly succumbed to the empty suction of darkness that awaited those who chose to accept his favors.

“He can’t be back,” she whispered.

“Where is he?” Stephen asked. Kat glanced at her husband’s drawn face and thought for the first time that he’d begun to look old.

“I don’t know,” Francesca said. “I felt him while I was in England. That’s why I returned.”

“England?” Stephen poured himself another drink. “I don’t understand.”

Francesca sighed. “I don’t understand, either. I was in Lincoln, you know, visiting an old friend. I spent a good deal of time in the cathedral. It’s centuries old, mind you, and it’s pure heaven to meditate there. The community of saints feels so strong! Still, it was in the cathedral that I felt the truth: Asteroth has once again pierced the veil of physical reality. He is incarnate.”

“But not here in Baltimore.” Kat groped for clarification.

“I don’t feel him here, no. But something has changed, and I don’t know what it is.”

“You mean a general change, right?” Stephen asked hopefully.

“No, Stephen. I mean a specific change. One that centers within your household.”

Kat turned the color of alabaster. “Excuse me,” she said, leaving her seat.

Stephen rose to follow as she rushed from the room, but Francesca held him back with an iron grip.

“Attack this at its root, Stephen. Standing by her once she’s sick isn’t half as effective as strengthening her before she reaches this point. Any fool can see that she’s utterly exhausted.”

“Oh, yeah?” He glared at her. “Well, your cheery news certainly isn’t helping matters.”

They listened in silence as the toilet flushed. Then Kat returned, white but composed.

“Let’s get this over with, Aunt Frannie,” she said.

Francesca nodded. “Do you remember the vision I had shortly after the battle?”

“The baby?”

“Yes. The baby whose birth Asteroth tried to prevent. The child of light, he called it.” She paused. “Your baby, Katerina.”

Stephen swallowed. “So?”

“Must I spell this out? The child in the vision had green eyes. You have two green-eyed children.”

“No.” Kat shook her head. “It can’t be. It’s impossible.”

“Frannie, you were under a lot of pressure when you experienced your…vision. We’d just been through a major ordeal. You were stressed out. I’m sure that what you saw was clear, but—”

“It was more than clear, Stephen. It was truth. You and Kat were destined to conceive a child of light. Asteroth knew it as well as I did. He was determined to stop you then, so it makes sense that he’d return to finish what he’d begun.”

“But we have daughters!” Kat protested.

Francesca’s eyebrows rose. “Your point?”

“I guess…I guess I always thought the child of light would be a boy. I assumed we were safe because we had no sons.”

“Why, Katerina, my sexist little lawyer, what an assumption.”

Stephen suddenly dropped his cordial glass, not even noticing the golden stain of Frangelico seeping through the damask tablecloth. “You think that Asteroth is at the bottom of whatever happened to Julia tonight.”

“I think it’s possible,” Francesca said. “I can’t see how it could be true, though. Fifteen years ago he had a human channel. He can only operate in physical reality if a human allows him access to a physical body. That hasn’t happened here. But I feel an urgency, as if something is brewing.”

Kat propped her head in her hands. Once before she’d been called to spiritual battle, and in the face of all disbelief, she’d answered the call. Why did it have to happen again?

How could anyone ask this of her twice in one lifetime?
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LINCOLN, ENGLAND, 1360


ALYS’S RED HAIR CASCADED ABOUT HER CREAMY SHOULDERS, falling in the path of Gregory’s lips as they traveled down her long, smooth neck.

“Ah,” he said as she shivered. “Am I the cause of this?”

“Who else would be?” She lifted his chin to peer into his eyes. They were dark brown, like burnished walnut. If she looked closely, she could catch a glimpse of her own eyes, narrow and slightly tilted, reflected within their depths.

Gregory sank into the soft goose down of the pillows. Alys’s bed was small, but her linens were always clean and fragrant. They smelled faintly of lavender, as did Alys herself. There were never any fleas in her bed. He smiled. There wouldn’t be. They wouldn’t dare.

Alys’s finger traced his lower lip. “What is the meaning of this smile?”

“I remember when I first saw you. You were running to the manor hall from the meadow. You carried an armful of daisies. Sunshine clung to your hair.”

She bent to kiss him, her curtain of hair filtering the light from his view. “Such an old story, Gregory. I was twelve years old.”

“The image is etched on my heart. It could have been eighteen days ago instead of eighteen years.”

“Eighteen years. Truly that long?”

“Yes.”

Alys reached out to smooth the dark curls from his forehead. Her fingers played briefly over the shaved tonsure at the crown of his head, then returned to lift his chin again. “We have been fortunate for a very long time, my friend.”

He caught her hand and brought it to his lips. “Not fortunate. Blessed.”

With a sigh, Alys rose from the bed. Gregory tucked his palms beneath his head and gave himself over to the pleasure of watching her. Her high forehead and slanted gray eyes set off hair that erupted into the colors of a summer sunset. A wiser man would perhaps heed popular warning. Even the peasants knew that red hair bespoke a petty nature clouded by a lack of passion in love. Gregory knew better, though. Alys was too practical for pettiness. And as for passion…She was more than a match for any man, though he was the only man who would know that.

His eyes drank in her ivory body. How lovely she was! She was thirty now, but her breasts were still as small and high as a young girl’s. Her narrow waist curved into generous, white hips, and her slightly rounded stomach…

He swallowed hard.

“Forgive me, Alys, but I cannot look upon you without wanting you.”

“Then you must close your eyes, for it is nearly time for Vespers.” Her chemise fluttered down about her body.

Gregory did close his eyes. For one gracious moment he was again a young priest come calling at the manor of Lord Richard de Clairmont. He watched once more as Alys, Sir Richard’s fourth and youngest daughter, skipped out of the meadow and into his soul.

He was forty now. The lines around his mouth no longer faded when his smile did, and his knees often creaked when he rose from prayer. The untried notions of his youth had come and gone as surely as had the seasons. His perceptions of the world altered with each day he had breath in his body. He was sure of only one thing in this wheel of life: Alys de Clairmont was God’s most precious gift to him.

Soft fingertips brushed his forehead.

“Will you stay?” Alys’s husky voice caressed him. “There is wine in the cupboard, if you like, and half a loaf of bread.”

He shook his head, then opened his eyes.

She stood fully clothed before him, Alys, prioress of Saint Etheldreda, and mother to the twenty-eight nuns cloistered there.

He pulled himself from her bed and reached for his clothes. “I must go. But I will return to celebrate Mass two days hence.”

She coaxed a few errant strands of hair beneath her wimple. Her forehead, suddenly vulnerable, invited kisses. Gregory regretfully harnessed the urge.

His worsted robe itched as he knotted the cord at his waist. It called him back to business.

“Alys, my love, the bishop bids me ask whether your accounts are in order.”

A corner of her mouth turned down. “Of course they are.”

“He has not received word from you in so long that—”

“You may tell His Excellency that the priory’s farms prosper and that the churches tithe steadily. Have you more trivial nonsense for me, Father Gregory?”

He had the grace to blush as he adjusted his cowl. “I am again to remind you that boarders are no longer allowed here. His Excellency deems such contact with the world damaging to the virtue of the gentle souls gathered in this nunnery.”

“When His Excellency provides the rent money our boarders bring in, I shall consider his request.”

“Madame, it was more than a request.”

She tipped her face up to kiss him. “Yes, I know. And if you were not so fair a messenger, I would plant a solid kick on your rump and bid you pass it to the bishop with my regards. You have dutifully delivered your message. Think no more of it.”

Gregory winced. Think no more of it. He wished the bishop would choose another envoy for missives to Saint Etheldreda. He disliked any situation in which he and Alys could not be allied. Ah, well. At least the accounts and daily manipulations of the priory allowed ample opportunity for visits. For this he was grateful.

Alys walked to the narrow window of her chamber and pushed aside the white gauze scrim that blocked it. Since the tribulation of the Black Death twelve years ago, most villagers shrouded their windows with heavy black cloth. The practice surely banished illness from the hearth. Unfortunately, it banished light as well, and Alys abhorred darkness. She found even the white scrim an unwelcome barrier to the outside and endured it simply because it kept out the incessant bugs of early summer.

“They are late,” she said.

Gregory drew close behind her. “Who?”

“I sent dames Joan, Catherine, and Margaret to aid the novices in haymaking. They will all be late for Vespers.”

“But of course they will.” It was Corpus Christi week. The air carried the scent of summer to come, beguiling the mind and teasing the senses. Dame Margaret was much older than Alys and, left alone, would have been reliable. Dame Joan, however, was only seventeen, scarcely older than the two novices in the priory’s charge. And Dame Catherine was a silly young woman who would squawk like a chicken through the streets of Lincoln if someone suggested it. Gregory had no doubt they’d been seduced by the day and would not return to the priory until the sun hung low in the western sky. Furthermore, he suspected that Alys had known this long before dispatching them.

“They can be no better than what they are,” she often said.

He wondered briefly what the bishop would think. Then, as a soft breeze drifted into the chamber, he no longer cared.

They quietly studied the landscape together. Alys’s chamber, tucked away in a turret of the chapter house, offered a view of rippling golden wheat and green grass. The land was flat, good for raising the sheep whose wool the nuns spun into yarn. The towers of Lincoln Cathedral, some fifteen miles away, dominated the landscape. Lincoln itself sat atop a hill, at the end of a road left behind by the Romans long ago.

Alys’s hand stole into his. “You’re thinking of the sea again,” she said, and he smiled. His homeland was south of the Wash, where marshy patches of land poked from the sea one moment, only to entirely disappear the next. Seldom did a day pass that he did not long for the water.

He squeezed her hand. “Fortunately, I have found respite here.”

The sound of horses’ hooves drew their gazes to the dirt road that led through the gates and into the courtyard of Saint Etheldreda’s.

“You were mistaken,” Gregory said. “The sisters are back in good time.”

“No. Hear the wheels? This cart is far heavier than ours. We have visitors.”

His heart thudded to his toes. “Alys, please. No more boarders. The bishop—”

“The bishop needn’t know.”

The travelers emerged from behind a wall of wheat. Alys squinted, then took a startled step backward. Her hand flew to her throat.

Gregory stared at her. “What is it?”

Her eyes remained fixed on the travelers as they passed the small guesthouse and trotted through the priory gate. “It is a plague I do not deserve,” she said, and swept from the room.

Careful not to be seen in the prioress’s window, Gregory peered into the courtyard.

She was right. There, mounted on a fine chestnut horse, wheezing as though he’d run instead of ridden, sat Lord Richard de Clairmont.

“Corpus bones,” Gregory muttered, quickly following Alys through the door and down the stone steps.
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Her father had more wealth than taste, so it did not surprise Alys to see Sir Richard so badly attired. She planted herself before him, arms crossed against her chest as he huffed and puffed his great bulk off his horse. His scarlet tunic nearly matched the color of his jowls. His soft leather girdle, failing in its quest for a waistline, sagged beneath a straining, sweat-stained belly. Alys took a determined step backward. The half moons of sweat rimming Sir Richard’s underarms indicated that he and his horse would smell alarmingly alike.

Gregory’s soft footsteps halted behind her. She raised her chin and waited for her father to break the silence.

She had not seen him in five summers, but boarders and tradesmen carried news that wafted through Saint Etheldreda’s gates. She therefore knew that he’d married again last autumn.

Though her mother had died years ago, each of Sir Richard’s subsequent marriages had pricked Alys’s heart. His second wife, Eleanor of Kent, had been a rich widow twenty-six years his senior. She’d doddered through the manor house, painfully aware that she’d been married purely for her fortune. She’d been expected to die within a year or two after the wedding, and with the help of the Black Death, she’d obliged.

Even Alys had to admit that her father had genuinely liked his third wife. Alys herself might also have learned to like Matilda had the young woman ever mastered the art of chewing with her mouth closed, or had she occasionally washed. But Matilda had lasted only a year, dying in childbed and taking Sir Richard’s newborn son with her.

Now there was Elizabeth, whose fourteen-year-old body held the promise of many sons.

Alys could not understand why her father sought additional heirs. Her own mother had given him two sons and four daughters, more than enough to secure his bloodlines. But Sir Richard was wealthy enough to follow any whim he chose.

And on this point Alys could agree: Elizabeth, with her whinnying giggle and vacant stare, could only be called a whim.

She watched as he finally turned to face her. Sand-colored hair flowed from beneath an indigo cap. The cap was festooned with peacock feathers, which dipped into his eyes. A golden mantle, trimmed with ermine, flapped awkwardly as the breeze slipped beneath its hem.

Sir Richard hesitated. Then he pulled the cap off his head and swept into a deep bow.

“Madame.” His tone dripped with sweetness.

Alys knew at once that he wanted a favor.

“It has been too long since last we met.” He took a tentative step forward. His fingers flexed as if promising a hug, yet not sure how to deliver one.

Alys did not hold out her arms. Her gaze traveled past her father to the ox-drawn cart behind his horse. Its cargo was covered with burlap, but she could see a bedpost poking through, along with a sack that trailed meal. She recognized faithful John tending the oxen. He and her old nurse were the only members of her father’s household she actually missed. Years ago, the sight of either of them would have been enough to start a stream of tears down her cheeks. Now she simply turned away.

There, sitting atop the cart, was a girl Alys had never seen before. White-blond tendrils of hair escaped from a long, straggly braid. Pale blue eyes met the prioress’s scrutiny.

Vacant as a doorpost. Was this, then, the imbecilic Elizabeth? How dare her father bring that girl here!

“What is it you want, sir?” Alys demanded in a hard voice.

Sir Richard’s reaching arms dropped to his sides. He wiped the sweat from his florid face with an open palm.

“This is how it’s to be, then,” he said irritably. “Mind you, Alys. You may be prioress here, but you still owe me the respect due a father.”

“I think not,” Alys said. “I am dead to the world, remember? I am unable to inherit a speck of your land. I may not even lay claim to any remembrance of my mother. You kindly pointed this out when you left me here so many years ago.”

His face grew redder still, until she feared he might suffer a fit at her feet.

“You are here through your own doing, madame. If you’d followed my bidding like a good daughter—”

“The man you’d have sold me to was repulsive.”

“Not a sale, Alys, a marriage. And with his lands in my possession, I could have—”

“He was a sixty-year-old monster with a taste for the lascivious.”

“An apt match, daughter! An apt match!”

Alys clenched her teeth. “That would never do for me, sir. I have not the nature of your new wife, Elizabeth!”

With a growl, her father lumbered toward her. Gregory intercepted, quickly grabbing the wrist of Sir Richard’s raised hand. Sir Richard took a step backward, then spat on the ground near the priest’s feet.

Gregory spoke quietly. “You must curb your tongue, sir. She is not your dairymaid.”

“That she isn’t, Father Gregory.” Sir Richard nailed him with a narrow-eyed glare. “She’s your mistress. Or do you actually suppose that no one in the village knows why the priest and the prioress get along so famously?”

The color drained from Gregory’s face. Alys spoke before he could say more than her father needed to know. Sir Richard was incapable of any thought beyond the base. The shot was pure conjecture, and she preferred that it stay that way.

“Who is this?” she asked abruptly, pointing toward the girl atop the cart. “Could it be the new lady of the manor? You must forgive my ignorance, my lord, but there have been so many that I simply cannot keep them all straight.”

Her father looked blank. “Lady of the manor?” He followed his daughter’s gaze back to the cart, then started to chuckle. “Oh, no, no, no. The lady Elizabeth is unable to travel. She is with child, daughter. With God’s blessing, I shall have a new son by Michaelmas.”

With his chest puffed out like that and the crepey folds of his neck, he reminded Alys of a barnyard cock. She would have liked to pray for the birth of a daughter. It would serve him right, the boastful bastard. But she couldn’t in good conscience entrust another daughter to his care. She knew too well how foul a fate that was. Better Sir Richard have a sturdy, pugnacious son, the kind who would grow up quickly and seize his father’s property.

“Then who is this?” she asked again, examining the girl.

Sir Richard turned to wave the girl down. “Come.”

The girl stared past him as if she hadn’t heard.

He raised his voice. “Isobel, come here!”

“Is she deaf?” In spite of herself, Alys stepped closer to her father.

“Deaf? No, madame, she hears well enough. Isobel!”

Alys watched as Isobel slowly slid from her perch. She moved like a cat, her lithe, fluid motions belying the emptiness of her expression. She wasn’t very tall, but the ripeness of her body marked her more woman than girl.

Sir Richard waited until she’d drawn near, then closed a hand around her upper arm to pull her to his side. “Isobel, this is your aunt Alys, prioress of Saint Etheldreda.”

Aunt Alys? Alys’s mind traveled through the years. Of course. This would be her brother Geoffrey’s daughter, the one born shortly after she’d taken her vows.

What in creation’s name was she doing here?

Her eyes darted suspiciously to the bed in the cart. “What’s wrong with her?” she demanded.

Sir Richard’s fingers fanned innocently across his chest. “Wrong, madame?”

“You clearly plan to leave her here. What’s wrong with her?”

“She has professed a deepest desire to serve God.”

Alys turned to Isobel. “Have you?”

The girl stared back silently. Alys gently touched her shoulder. Isobel remained passive.

“Sir,” Alys started, “I doubt that this child professes anything, let alone a vocation. Can she talk?”

Sir Richard’s shoulders sagged. “No.”

“Is she dim-witted?”

“How do I know, if she won’t talk?”

Alys turned and strode back to Gregory. “I won’t keep her.”

A strangled yelp escaped from Sir Richard. He hopped behind her, all pretense of dignity gone.

“You must keep her, Alys! You cannot turn her away! Tell her, Father Gregory! Make her do it!”

Alys stopped so suddenly that her father nearly plowed into her. She swung around, a rosebud of scarlet dotting each pale cheek. “And what do I tell the sisters here? That we have become a refuge for the feebleminded? That they must now make room for the addled in their midst?”

“Tell them that she is deeply devoted to God!”

Both turned as one to stare at Isobel. Her gaze rested somewhere over Gregory’s shoulder, focused on nothing in particular. It did not inspire thoughts of devotion.

Sir Richard grabbed his daughter’s hand. “Alys, please. I have brought all you require. Here is her bed. More furniture will arrive in a day or two. She has a new habit to wear, and I have included provisions for the priory.”

The prioress pointedly removed her hand from his grip. He squirmed. A new stream of sweat trickled down the side of his face. Then he squared his shoulders and set his jaw, once again a man in full control of the situation.

It was too late. Alys had noted his desperation.

“I remember my brother Geoffrey’s ways,” she said. “He is so very much like you, sir, able to catch the whiff of profit wherever it might lurk. Why have you not traded this girl in marriage? Surely you can gain something valuable in return.”

Sir Richard averted his eyes. “None will have her.”

“Why not? She’s comely enough, and I would think a mute wife might be well prized in the circles you frequent. Well?”

Her father mumbled at his feet. “Things happen when she’s about.”

“ ‘Things’?” Gregory asked.

Sir Richard glared at him, but there was no way to avoid an explanation. “There are those who claim she possesses an evil eye.”

“Is she a witch?” The priest’s eyebrows rose.

“Oh, no. Nothing like that. Just…things happen.”

Alys’s head swiveled toward Isobel. The girl looked dirty, young, and daft, but little else appeared amiss.

Sir Richard jumped to fill the silence. “I think it’s nothing, mind you. Pure coincidence, every incident.”

“Suppose you relate the incidents and let us decide.” Gregory said mildly.

Sir Richard shifted his great weight from one foot to the other. “Little things. Nonsense things. Cream curdles in a manor house where she is a guest. Crockery breaks as she passes through a scullery. Horses go lame.”

Alys nearly rolled her eyes. Was this what was meant by the evil eye? Why, this was no more than mere superstition. This was simply the way people chose to explain away a mute. It was no better than the belief that hunger pangs were caused by a worm in the stomach.

Yet here stood her father, looking nervous and frightened despite his labored attempt at nonchalance.

“You know how tongues wag…” His voice trailed into the air.

Alys knew all too well.

She glanced again at Isobel. The girl was examining her dirty fingernails, mouth pursed in concentration as if this were a most difficult task.

It was not the priory’s responsibility to take in the shire’s unwanted ones. Isobel would survive if sent home. Surely she would be clothed, fed, and given a place to sleep. Sir Richard was vain and stupid, but he wasn’t barbarous.

Was he?

Alys hazarded a glance at her father. A touch of arsenic in the food had a way of making difficult situations disappear.

She shook the thought away. Isobel would be left alone, sure to inherit her fortune eventually. Then she’d be too attractive a prize to ignore. A husband could overlook the peculiarities of a rich wife.

Hadn’t that been the fate of Sir Richard’s second wife, Eleanor? Traded like a pig simply because she possessed a fortune and then treated with enough disdain to let her know it.

“I will give you whatever you want,” her father said. “What does Saint Etheldreda need, daughter? I will send salted herring by the barrel. Chickens. Cheese.”

Saint Etheldreda always needed something. Alys recognized the expression that flashed across Gregory’s face. It clearly said, “No more boarders!”

“Ale?” her father added hopefully. “Do you need ale?”

Resigned, Alys once again searched out Isobel’s eyes. To her surprise, the girl smiled, a broad, white smile that made her actually seem beautiful.

And, in that smile, Alys caught a glimpse of her own dear mother.

At least the girl’s teeth were good. And her body seemed healthy, despite her addled mind. Perhaps she could be taught to spin, or even to embroider altar cloths.

“Money,” Sir Richard said. “On Isobel’s feast day, daughter, I will make a substantial offering.”

She could fight all but her own emotions. With a sigh, the prioress surrendered. “Oh, very well. She may stay.”

Sir Richard’s obvious relief made her long to reconsider.

“Good!” he said heartily. “Good! I will rest the night in your guesthouse, then depart in the morning. Is supper—”

The priory bell began to toll, a timely call to Vespers. Alys brushed away his tiresome voice with a wave of her hand. She turned on her heel toward the chapel, leaving her father, his entourage, Isobel, and even Gregory behind to do as they chose.

She could pray, eat her supper, even retire for the evening. She could travel the wide earth, and the problem would still be waiting whenever she chose to face it.

She’d already learned this truth: beauty and pleasure faded all too quickly, while trouble stayed forever.
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ALYS LOOKED UP FROM HER ACCOUNT LEDGER AS LIGHT FOOTSTEPS scurried up the stairs. This would be Dame Margaret, whose tiny feet had made the journey to the prioress’s chamber several times a day for the past week.

Sure enough, here came the telltale knock: three scratches that sounded as if Margaret possessed claws instead of fingers.

Alys set down her quill with a sigh. She already knew why Margaret had come.

“Benedicite,” she called.

Dame Margaret opened the door with a surprisingly hard shove and fairly spilled into the chamber. “It’s her again, madame. I will not have it!”

“Benedicite,” Alys repeated evenly.

“Of course. Benedicite.” Margaret’s watery blue eyes blinked rapidly. She had seen fifty summers now, forty-two of them at Saint Etheldreda’s. She’d ushered many of her current sisters through the novitiate, so Alys had thought nothing of adding one more charge to her care.

Dame Margaret lifted her chin. “I know she is your kinswoman, madame, but—”

“What is Isobel’s failing now?” It was best to avoid matters of kin. Both women knew that bloodlines had contributed to Alys’s appointment as prioress, a position Margaret had long coveted and perhaps even deserved. Unfortunately, though her baker father had lived an honest, holy life, he’d acquired few tangible assets and no political connections. All the prayers in England could not have elevated Margaret to prioress.

Margaret’s nose twitched. “Her failing, madame? You must see it with your own eyes. It defies description.”

“Please. I am extremely busy. Father Gregory comes tomorrow to review our accounts.”

Margaret lowered her brow. “You’d best hope he doesn’t review our embroidery.”

“Embroidery?”

“The novices have been stitching all morning. We could not tend the gardens in the rain, so we have spent our time practicing embroidery so that we may properly stitch altar cloths.”

“And Isobel is dismal with the needle? Surely you can teach her how to sew.”

“She embroiders exceptionally well.” Margaret’s tone darkened.

The prioress paused. “Is she insolent, then?”

“She does what she must.”

Oh, but Alys was tired of riddles! Could no one plainly speak their mind? She was suddenly irritated by everyone she knew: her father, with his flimsy subterfuges, Gregory, with his gentle entreaties, each and every nun in her care who did the utmost best to hide behavior her prioress would not have minded anyway.

“Then what is it?” she asked, unable to mask her rising annoyance. “Will this visit be like yesterday’s visit, and like the one before that? Will you tell me once again that Isobel is simple, that you cannot fathom where her mind might be? We already know this. Have you anything new to add?”

Margaret shut the chamber door and stepped quickly toward the prioress. Alys nearly recoiled when the other woman grabbed her hand, so unaccustomed was she to the touch.

“Madame, she is more than simple. There is something amiss within her that I cannot explain.”

“What happened?”

Margaret licked dry lips. “I was observing the embroidery, as I always do. All young women need guidance with the needle, for boredom makes their stitches ungainly. Dame Joan still stitches with great galloping loops and hoops. No one possesses my own skill with—”

“And Isobel?”

“Isobel’s work was the last I examined. She sits to herself, you know, quite alone. She seems to find the company of others burdensome.”

Alys was not surprised. There were days when she herself could not abide the thought of one more chattering tidbit falling from the nuns’ lips.

Margaret continued. “My heart fairly sang when I saw Isobel’s cloth. The stitches! Tiny and true, as if an angel had guided her fingers. And the colors! She has a knack, madame, for placing two strands of thread so closely together that the eye is utterly beguiled. The shade seems a rich purple, but upon closer study, it is indigo and crimson stitched tightly side by side.”

A vague relief filled Alys’s mind. Good. Isobel had a talent, then, a gift that could occupy her days and ward off the dangers of idleness.

But Dame Margaret looked far from pleased. She clasped her birdlike hands tightly against her breast and furrowed her brow.

“I thought to praise her,” she said. “I knew such praise could lead to vanity, but the poor child has so little to commend. But when I lifted the cloth from her lap and viewed the piece as a whole, words lodged in my throat. That cloth had been empty but two hours before. Now it was covered with exquisite stitchery. Expert stitchery.” She swallowed. “Upon my soul, no one can stitch with such speed. It put me in mind of witchcraft, madame.”

Alys turned away in disgust. “Oh, Margaret. Not you, too.”

“And the image itself!” Margaret plowed forward, clearly determined to finish what she had begun. “It is not natural. No maiden would think of such…such a thing.”

Unlike Margaret, Alys harbored clear memory of her own young womanhood. She knew without a doubt how vivid a girl’s imagination could be, how whispered tales from stable boys could muffle a mother’s soft warnings. It had taken Gregory’s tender patience to untangle the profane from the profound in her own heart, and not every woman was blessed with a lover such as he.

“We will rip the stitches out as quickly as possible,” Margaret said.

“Yes, of course. If the design is ribald, it will be reworked. But, Margaret, I will hear no more talk of witchcraft. Isobel’s swiftness with the needle is a blessing, not a curse.”

Margaret stepped forward, mouth opened to speak. Then she set her lips into a thin line and unclasped her hands.

“Naturally, I chastised her,” she said.

“Naturally.”

“She plucked the offending cloth from my hands and dashed away. She is mooning near the priory gate. You can see her if you gaze through your window.”

Alys instinctively did just that. Sure enough, Isobel stood staring through the bars of the gate, the cloth crunched in both hands. She looked like a statue set in the wrong place.

“If I were prioress, I would go to her at once,” Margaret said beneath her breath. “We are between cloudbursts, and she knows not enough to come in from the rain.”

“That will be quite enough.” Alys did not turn around.

“Benedicite.” Dame Margaret shut the door behind her and darted down the steps.

 

The rain had already begun when Alys reached the priory gate. Isobel remained poised at the entrance, gazing out the gateway at the rutted mud road on the other side.

If she would move even her smallest finger! Alys hated to admit that Margaret might be correct about the girl’s empty head.

She reached out a hand and nudged her niece’s shoulder. “Isobel.”

As usual, it was like talking to the priory well. Perhaps water tumbled and bubbled beneath, but the outer brick certainly gave no sign of it. Isobel remained unmoved, staring straight ahead.

Alys crossly glanced down at her own silk-laced kirtle. She had paid a pretty pence for it, and now fat water droplets splattered its length, settling right through to her fine chainsil shift.

Perhaps Isobel was too dull-witted to seek shelter, but Alys was not. She grasped the girl’s hand and firmly tugged her toward the cloister.

“Now, then,” she said as they ducked beneath the roof. “What is this all about?”

Why did she continue to question this half-wit? Isobel would never answer. Her listlessness went beyond the lack of a voice. She possessed only two or three facial expressions, each a slightly different shade of dull. The smile Alys had seen that first day was but a memory now, a silly befuddlement meant to trick her heart into thinking this girl showed promise.
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